GSR in the Classroom: VOCATIONS

LESSON – STUDENTS’ QUESTIONS
HELP SISTER’S GROWTH

SUMMARY: A sister’s students ask heartfelt questions that stir deeper thoughts, not only about their
lives but about the growth of the sister herself.

BEFORE YOU READ: Alone or with a partner, consider the following:
1. When was the last time you felt unsure or even fearful about trying something new?
2. Who got you into that situation? Was it your choice, or did someone persuade you?
3. What did you learn about yourself from the experience? Were you grateful that you tried it?

Keep in mind while you read:
It’s been said that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” That means it’s important to reflect on our
decisions, question our motivations and learn from our mistakes and our successes. The sister in this
story helps her students reflect on their choices and experiences and, in the process, learns about herself
and what motivates her.

WILL THERE BE
ONLY WHITE PEOPLE
THERE?
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The questions came fast as questions
often come from eighth-graders.
What should we wear? Can we
have our cellphones? Can we bring
snacks? Some of my eighth-grade
students were preparing to attend
a weekend retreat that focused on
social justice and service.

MERCY SR. JENNIFER WILSON WITH TWO OF HER STUDENTS (JENNIFER NESS)

The last question had me pausing
to find the right words to answer. A
student said, “Sister, I am not trying
to be rude, but will there be only
white people there?”

I responded, letting her know it was a possibility.
Another student said, “Well, it will be good practice
for high school.”
I had seen the retreat advertised and asked some of my
students to attend. I was happy that they had agreed to
go. They would learn about social justice and have an
opportunity to participate in a service project.

VOCABULARY
poverty line: a guideline used by the federal
government to determine whether an
individual’s or family’s income level makes
them eligible for assistance programs

I had not given much thought to the issue of diversity,
of who would be on the retreat with them, when I
asked them to go. The students I teach are all children
of color from various ethnic backgrounds. They are
primarily from families living below the poverty line.

They had each gone to a service site on the East Side.
The East Side is an economically disadvantaged
community. It happens to be the exact community
where my students live. They served at a community
garden, a nursing home and a shelter.

I want my students to leave middle school with a solid
education and good character. I wanted them to go on
the retreat so they could continue to develop into good
citizens as they become leaders in their communities.
So, when the question came about color, it caused me
to ask myself several questions.

They told me that some of the kids liked their service
sites but were scared to be on the East Side. My students
were trying to understand why they would be scared.
Both sets of kids come from different circumstances.
They struggled to understand the reality of the other.

Why should they have to practice being the only kids
of color?
Why will they be one of only a handful of kids of color
at their private high schools?
Why do we still have to ask these questions about
inequality?
I find myself in a privileged and heart-wrenching
place. I often witness the innocence of my students
and the moments when some of that innocence is
taken away.
My students, ages 10-14, often do not see themselves
as poor. They come from struggling families but do
not usually go hungry or without access to some
technology. Some of them live in neighborhoods
where drug dealers often protect them as they get
off the bus. They do not see this as a problem. They
do not know that there is a different way. They
live in communities where everyone is in similar
circumstances. Our school often provides them with
glimpses of something different.
The retreat they attended was one of those times. The
excited chatter and questions after the retreat were
moments when some of their innocence disappeared.
Experiences from the weekend gave them a broader
understanding of their reality.

Spending a weekend together, the participants
unintentionally started to break down barriers. Near
the end of the retreat, they were chatting with each
other, laughing and sharing music. I am reminded of
something Martin Luther King Jr. said: “Men hate each
other because they fear each other. They fear each other
because they don’t know each other, and they don’t
know each other because they don’t communicate with
each other, and they don’t communicate with each
other because they are separated from each other”
These kids signed up for a “Young Christians at
Work” retreat and, by doing so, they certainly had an
opportunity to put their faith into action. Organizers
had many activities planned to help the kids understand
social justice, to help them learn how to break down
barriers. They learned about the “two feet” of being
a Christian: to be aware of and try to change social
justice issues, and also to do service.
A gift of the weekend and something that organizers
might not have anticipated was the uniqueness of
each individual present, their willingness to embrace
differences. At their young ages, the participants
showed up and listened to each other. They were not
separate from each other – a reminder that coming
together can effect change.
I often think about ways I can be a part of change. I
pray and reflect on how to live my life in a way that
makes life better for others. I can become very busy

with helping and forget to ask if what I am doing is
actually what the person needs.
My students gave me an opportunity to reflect, to
remember an important lesson. I can become more
intentional about being in solidarity with others. I
can work together with those who are marginalized
and not just do things for them. I can help them feel
empowered to stand up and work toward equality and
against injustices.

I sent my students to the retreat to learn about Catholic
social teaching, unaware that I also would come away
with new learnings from their experience.

Jennifer Wilson, a member of the Sisters of
Mercy of the Americas, is a middle school teacher
at NativityMiguel Middle School in Buffalo, New York.

AFTER YOU READ:
This story began with some honest and important questions that students asked their teacher. It concludes with her reflecting on some important aspects of her own life.
1. What do you feel is the most important lesson that Sr. Jennifer Wilson learned from this
experience?
2. She mentions her desire to live her life in a way that improves the lives of others. Is that desire
firm and constant in her life, or can it develop over time?
3. What people and practices influence Sr. Jennifer Wilson’s growth?

SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT:
As they continued their journey he entered a village where a woman whose name was Martha
welcomed him. She had a sister named Mary [who] sat beside the Lord at his feet listening to
him speak. Martha, burdened with much serving, came to him and said, “Lord, do you not care
that my sister has left me by myself to do the serving? Tell her to help me.” The Lord said to her
in reply, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things. There is need of
only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.”
Luke 10:38-42
1. Do you think Jesus cared more about being fed or feeding others?
2. How would you describe the “better part” that Mary has chosen?
3. How is Martha’s situation similar to what Sr. Jennifer Wilson realized regarding her service?
4. What do stories like those of Martha and Sr. Wilson tell us about our own calls to service?
Both Martha and Sr. Wilson followed and served Jesus with dedication but were called in different ways
to serve with deeper focus.

THE CHURCH’S CALL
“Of course, racism will not end overnight. Still,
we pledge these actions and hope that more
actions will follow. We instruct our priests,
deacons, religious brothers and sisters, lay
leaders, our parish staffs, and all the faithful
to endeavor to be missionary disciples carrying
forth the message of fraternal charity and
human dignity. We ask them to fight the evil of
racism by educating themselves, reflecting on
their personal thoughts and actions, listening to
the experience of those who have been affected
by racism, and by developing and supporting
programs that help repair the damages caused
by racial discrimination. “

SYNERGY WITH SISTERS
Sr. Wilson’s congregation, the Sisters of Mercy, began
by serving poor people in Ireland, then continued that
ministry in the United States more than 175 years ago.
Today, they are involved in a wide variety of service
around the world. Click here to learn more about the
five critical concerns identified by the sisters.
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From “Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring
Call to Love,” by the United States Conference
of Catholic Bishops, 2018

1. Sr. Wilson responds to her call as a religious
sister by reflecting on her own thoughts
and listening to her students. What can you
learn from her experience to help your own
response to racism?
2. She admits that she needs to be more
intentional in her efforts. What’s one step
you can take in a more purposeful way to
address racism?

ACT

PRAY

Social justice and service retreats, such as the one Sr. Wilson’s students experienced, are great
ways to focus more clearly on God’s call for you. See if your parish, Catholic school or diocese
sponsor justice and service activities. If not, work with your teacher, campus minister or parish
youth ministry leader to explore opportunities. Young Neighbors in Action and Just 5 Days are
two strong options.

Lord, you are with us always,
but sometimes we lose sight of you.
You teach us that we serve you when we serve the least of our sisters and brothers,
but we often miss the mark, drifting toward what best serves us instead of what truly serves them.
Give us the wisdom to examine what drives us, and to listen to the needs of those we hope to help.
Guide us, Lord, to choose the better part.
Amen.

